











COURTESY MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

In the past, prefabrication and mass
production have been anathema to ar-
chitects who believed it important to ex-
press, and to create, the particularity of
a place. For his Instant House for New
Orleans, Sass studied the ornate detail
of typical New Orleans shotgun houses
and devised mass production techniques
to reproduce it; presumably he could do
the same in other areas of the country,
where different vernacular traditions ob-
tain. RES4’s project appears to be close
to matchmaking prefabrication with
mass customization, although a video
of one project under construction sug-
gests that in this specific model the ar-
chitects may have sacrificed too many of
the virtues of mass production in their
efforts at customization.

of environmentally toxic products in
the typical developer-built new house is
astonishing: cement (foundations) and
drywall (everywhere) are two of the
three top producers of greenhouse gases
in building materials. Then there is all
that PVC piping, particleboard, paints,
carpets, and other products containing
volatile organic compounds.

Two projects have taken up the chal-
lenge of marrying prefabrication to envi-
ronmental responsibility: the transparent
four-story Cellophane House by Kieran/
Timberlake, which was the star of Mo-
MA'’s “Home Delivery,” and the lovely
Sunset Breezehouse by Michelle Kauf-
mann, which was originally designed
for Sunset magazine and was featured
in “Some Assembly Required”” Kieran/

Cellophane House, Kieran/Timberlake, 2008

NE OF THE more surprising
O aspects of the problem of pre-

fabricated housing is that mass
production and environmental sus-
tainability do not necessarily go to-
gether. Employing prefabrication and
mass production to create housing at
a lower unit cost typically entails abid-
ing by current market standards. In to-
day’s American residential building
industry, reducing carbon footprints or
minimizing resource waste are not pri-
orities. Most newly constructed houses
do not abide by even the most basic en-
vironmentally responsible practices by
using (to offer a scattered handful of
low-cost examples) permeable paving,
cellulose insulation, low-flush toilets
and passive solar energy. The number

Timberlake, a firm in Philadelphia, has
made environmental awareness the
centerpiece of its practice, and its Cel-
lophane House is a four-story single-
family home that can operate entirely
off the grid. All the building’s elements
are off-the-shelf. A structural alumi-
num frame and the building’s basic vol-
umes are fabricated as modules off-site.
By using connectors rather than on-
site welds to connect the steel compo-
nents, the architects ensured that the
house can be easily dismantled and its
elements reused. Water is heated by a
solar collector on the roof. The Cello-
phane House celebrates transparency
through its extensive use of plastics: its
floors and staircases are made of poly-
ethylene sheets in combination with

aluminum grating, and its see-through
exterior walls are made of polypropyl-
ene sheets embedded with photovoltaic
cells, which channel energy to a battery
inside the house. The degree to which
these forms of plastic are environmen-
tally friendly is debatable, but they, like
many of the Cellophane House’s other
materials, are recyclable. Furthermore,
since the Cellophane House was de-
signed using BIM, Kieran/Timberlake
maintains that “it is a veritable model
of mass customization” that can be
adapted to a range of site conditions,
climates, orientations, slopes, urban or
rural conditions, as well as the budget
and the taste of clients.

Michelle Kaufmann’s Sunset Breeze-
house uses a different system. Some el-
ements of the house are outsourced to
specialized fabricators, and then all are
shipped to a factory where modules
containing interior and exterior sheath-
ing, utility lines, interior partitions and
stairs are built and shipped to the site in
a near-finished state. The Sunset Breeze-
house would not win awards for formal
innovation (nor, for that matter, would
either the Instant or Cellophane Houses),
but it is a very functional and attractive
house, with exterior and interior wood
finishes, an airy, central living/dining
space defined by large retractable glass
walls, small exterior landscaped patios,
and a butterfly roof that helps conceal
glare from solar panels. Environmen-
tally responsible decisions guide many
features of the house. It is constructed
primarily of renewable and non-toxic
materials, and its design incorporates ex-
tensive cross-ventilation, energy-efficient
appliances and mechanical systems.
Kaufmann recently sponsored a study
of the Sunset Breezehouse’s energy effi-
ciency, and found that, compared to the
typical stick-built developer house, the
Sunset Breezehouse consumes nearly
50 percent less energy and has a carbon
footprint 25 percent its size.

HAT THESE exhibitions dem-
onstrated is that there is no
dearth of splendid ideas for pre-

fabricated mass-produced housing. Were
the best of these ideas adopted by the
market—and in the right climate, more
good ideas would be forthcoming—there
is no doubt that the bulk of newly con-
structed houses would be less toxic to the
environment, better built, and last longer
with fewer repairs. They would more fully
and attractively accommodate the ways
people currently live.

Why do we continue to settle for res-
idential litter in ever-more-degrading
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landscapes? That is the question these
exhibitions fail to address. But of course
it is not an architectural question. In
social policies, better ideas by savvier
architects will change little. For quality
affordable mass-produced housing to be
built, we need to create different con-
ditions for a mass market. A new leg-
islative structure must clear away the
obstacles presented by non-standard,
municipally controlled building codes
and create enforceable national stan-
dards for prefab-friendly, environmen-
tally responsible manufacturing and
construction practices. Incentives must
be offered so that the entrenched and
intransigent construction industry,
which has made plenty of money on its
poorly conceived, shoddily built, environ-

mentally toxic houses, will re-configure
itself. If the necessary legislation were
passed and new market incentives
put in place, and the designers and
manufacturers of prefabricated homes
made all the real innovations in qual-
ity and reduction of price that the auto-
mobile industry has made since the
Model T, who would walk away from a
better designed and better built home
for less money? Given the current hous-
ing crisis, and the new administration’s
commitment to environmental respon-
sibility and progressive social policies,
it seems reasonable if not exactly real-
istic to hope that some of tomorrow’s
homebuyers might be offered the op-
portunity to purchase products that are
worth their price. ¢

JED PERL ON ART

THE SPIRITUAL IN ART

I.

HE WHEEL OF fashion, which

turned Marc Chagall and

Georges Rouault into has-

beens a few decades ago, is

turning again. These two mis-
understood moderns are being taken se-
riously. The rise of identity politics in the
intellectual world has certainly played a
part. If once upon a time Chagall was
seen as too Jewish and Rouault as too
Catholic, by now the very allegiances
that were said to compromise their mod-
ernist credentials have a re-
newed fascination. What is
so remarkable about the
work that has been done
on Chagall and Rouault re-
cently is that it goes well
beyond identity politics,
revealing the ardent par-

CHAGALL
AND THE ARTISTS
OF THE RUSSIAN
JEWISH THEATER

JEWISH MUsSEUM

doscopic complexity. A new biography,
by Jackie Wullschlager, is at best pro-
saic, but the show at the Jewish Museum,
“Chagall and the Artists of the Russian
Jewish Theater,” is riveting, and New
Yorkers have had the added attraction,
at MOBIA, or the Museum of Biblical
Art, of a small exhibition focusing on his
encounters with the Old Testament.
The last time Rouault and Chagall
were widely admired in the United
States was in the years after World War
II. They both received a considerable
amount of attention at the
Museum of Modern Art,
where Rouault had exhibi-
tions in 1945 and 1953 and
Chagall a retrospective in
1946 and a show of the Je-
rusalem Windows in 1961,
before their installation at

ticularism that these great =~ MYSTIC MASQUE:  Hadassah Hospital in Jeru-
artists brought to modern SE]ggﬁé;VTC; I;:[ND salem. Both artists were still
art’s dreams of universal- GEORGES basking in the afterglow of
ism. The Rouault retrospec- ROUAULT their early avant-garde

tive that was mounted at the
McMullen Museum of Art
at Boston College this fall
was a revelation, reclaiming the artist’s
impastoed surfaces and bejeweled color
and inky outlines in all their vigor and
steadiness of purpose. And the past few
years have been a golden age for Chagall
studies, led by Benjamin Harshav’s ex-
traordinary investigations of the artist’s
art and life and world, which, perhaps
for the first time, reveal Chagall’s topsy-
turvy universe in all its serrated, kalei-

McMuLLEN Museum

years. They were aging bo-
hemian legends. Lawrence
Ferlinghetti, the all-purpose
San Francisco hipster, managed to find
a place for Chagall in “A Coney Island
of the Mind”: “Don’t let that horse / eat
that violin / cried Chagall’s mother / But
he / kept right on/ painting”

There was also in those postwar years
a resurgence of interest in religious
experience among intellectuals, and
this could not have left the curators at
MoMA untouched, and perhaps drew
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them to Chagall and Rouault. In 1950,
Partisan Review published a rich sym-
posium on “Religion and the Intellectu-
als,” with responses from a wide range
of writers and thinkers. The question
raised in the Partisan Review sympo-
sium that most immediately related to
the work of Chagall and Rouault was
whether it was possible to separate re-
ligious consciousness from religious be-
liefs, a development that the editors saw
in the writing of Heidegger and Malraux.
There was probably a sense that the art
of Rouault and Chagall could offer heal-
ing lessons in a war-shattered and deso-
late world—that here was the solace and
illumination of religious feeling, released
from the structures and the strictures
of organized religion.

Alfred H. Barr Jr., the founding direc-
tor of the Museum of Modern Art, had
been involved in seeing to it that Chagall
found safety in the United States dur-
ing World War II. And the 1946 retro-
spective may have seemed a way finally
to do justice to the artist, although dur-
ing the preparations for the show, which
was organized jointly by the Chicago Art
Institute and MoMA, there were wor-
ries, at least from Chicago, about over-
stating the Jewishness of the artist’s
work. Benjamin Harshav—in his inex-
haustibly fascinating Marc Chagall and
His Times: A Documentary Narrative—
includes a letter from Daniel Catton Rich,
the Director of Fine Arts at the Chi-
cago Art Institute, to Monroe Wheeler,
at MoMA, in which he worries “about
stressing the ‘Russian-Jewish culture
and mysticism. All of us feel that there
is a danger of arousing a certain anti-Se-
mitic feeling towards Chagall’s art” For
this reason Rich was opposed to ask-
ing Meyer Schapiro to contribute to the
catalogue. In the end, the show was or-
ganized by James Johnson Sweeney, for
whom a knowledge of Jewish religious
life involved some on-the-job training:
he commented in a letter to Rich that

“apparently the tallith and phylacteries
are not peculiar to a rabbi”

James Thrall Soby, in his text for the
Modern’s Rouault catalogue in 1945,
worried that the devotional qualities
of Rouault’s work, the Expressionist in-
tensity of his Christs and clowns, could
be denied its place in “the contempo-
rary tradition,” and too easily embraced
for a “sudden psychological accord with
the times.” And Sweeney, in his Chagall
catalogue, argued that in the work the
artist did in New York in the early 1940s

“there was a repetition of old concep-
tions, a lack of conviction” But whatever
the challenges that these artists posed



